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Fifty deep dives into fifty text adventure games, one from each year spanning 1971 
through 2020. That’s the conceit of 50 Years of Text Games: From Oregon Trail to Al 
Dungeon. In this book, author Aaron Reed hand-picks the titles that advanced the state 
of the art of text games-from 1971’s Oregon Trail (which debuted at a junior high 
school on a $100,000 HP minicomputer) to 2020’s Scents & Semiosis, a procedurally 
generated story about perfume and memory. The result is an engaging exploration into 
the history of text-based games. 


Each of the fifty chapters gives a sense of a game’s gameplay via text snippets or 
screenshots. More important, Reed digs into what made that game notable, memorable, 
and fun. Though many of the games discussed are parser-based adventure games (Zork 
and Hitchhiker’s Guide to Galaxy make the list), many are not. Those choices are a 
large part of what makes this book a delight. 


Crowther and Woods’ Adventure, the cave exploration game that many consider to be 
the first text adventure, is actually the sixth game in the sequential series, following 
chronologically earlier titles Hunt the Wumpus, Super Star Trek, and others. Adventure 
was not cut from whole cloth, and 50 Years provides context for its creation. Other 
titles, such as the menu-based Trade Wars 2002 (the only BBS game in the book) and 
The Cave of Time, an actual Choose Your Own Adventure print book and not a digital 
game, are far afield from parser games but still qualify for inclusion. 


Often in books about computer games, the joy is in reading about the games you have 
already played— seeing the author’s take on it and reminiscing about your own 


playthrough; other games can seem superfluous by comparison. But that’s not the case 
here: even if you haven’t played any of these games or never will, the book provides 
the context to make each chapter worth reading. 


As the introduction points out, “Our fifty titles hail from a surprising breadth of genres 
and intertwine with a vast array of technologies, from teletypes to iPhones to virtual 
machines to virtual reality, from cassette tapes to spoken words to paper tape to 
Kindles. Collectively, their story cuts a fascinating cross section through the history of 
computing.” Historical contextualization of each game (often technological, but 
sometimes political, such as the case of P.R.E.S.T.A.V.B.A., a 1988 Czech game that 
encouraged dissent against the Soviets) is at the book’s core. Through extensive 
interviews with and quotations from game authors and contemporary reporting, Reed 
shows how each game came to be and how it helped lead to what came next. Footnotes 
point to detailed references at the end of each chapter. 


Some of the fifty games are weird and experimental—quirky things that are a universe 
away from Zork. The text inspired me to try a few games that I would not have tried 
otherwise. I probably never would have known about Universal Paperclips or Nested, 
both strange little games that I am glad I’ve now played. Many of the games are still 
playable today. A few, such as Monster Island, a play-by-mail game that launched in 
1989, are long gone but chronicled here. 


Naturally, a reader might feel slighted that their favorite game is not included, but the 
author’s one-game-per-year limitation works to keep the forward momentum of 
technological narrative. If one game per year really doesn’t cut it, the text does include 
brief summaries of hundreds of other notable text games, sorted by decade. An online 
index of all the book’s games, with links to where they can now be bought or played, is 
available on the book’s official website. 


The book was born from the author’s “50 Years of Text Games” Substack newsletter 
which ran throughout 2021. While largely based on that text, the book adds new 
material including maps, release histories, and the capsule game summaries. The book 
was then crowdfunded through a Kickstarter campaign that I backed, resulting in 
hardcover and paperback editions whose combined 5,713 orders are now sold out. 
There are no plans for a second print run, but a “not quite as fancy” print-on-demand 
version is in the works. The $25 ebook version remains available in PDF, ePub, and 
ASCII text formats. 
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